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14 Border crossings
Exploring artefacts of mobility with blind  
and visually impaired users
Jayne Jeffries and Peter Wright
Introduction
This chapter brings together mobilities research in human geography with the field 
of human–computer interaction (HCI), first, to examine the changing relation-
ships between ‘designers’ and ‘users’;1 and second, to understand the shift from 
objectified knowledge production to working with users in more collaborative and 
meaningful ways. We address the histories of design thinking, from human fac-
tors engineering to the more recent shift to experience-centred design (Wright and 
McCarthy, 2008). Using experience as a catalyst we explore the borders that exist 
between ‘designers’ and ‘users’, showing that movements and connections across 
disciplinary borders enact more fluid and transformative designer–user relation-
ships. We argue that feminist and participatory geographies are well placed to 
understand how borders become blurred, shifting to accommodate and connect 
perspectives, skills and experiences of designer-researchers and participant-users 
as they negotiate the design process. 
Despite a long history of disabling practices across disciplinary bounda-
ries (Chouinard, 1997; Imrie, 2001; Worth, 2013), we use border crossings to 
explore the potential of inclusive design practices in HCI and feminist geogra-
phies. While behavioural approaches to geographical and psychological analyses 
have been critiqued for objectifying users and (re)producing exclusionary design 
practices, experience-centred design draws parallels with feminist and participa-
tory approaches, seeking to integrate and connect the voices and experiences of 
users in order to create more meaningful change. By adopting a methodological 
approach that seeks to shift interactions from designing ‘for’ to designing ‘with’ 
users, we show that citizenship involves the negotiation of power relations. In the 
process of mobilising design we use the concept of citizenship as a practice that 
“disrupt(s) already existing norms and practices” (Spinney et al., 2015, 328).
The discussion below draws upon a wider interdisciplinary project: My Place: 
Mobility and Place for the Age Friendly City Environment, which worked with a 
range of citizens to collect and document people’s experiences of their changing 
mobilities.2 The case study, which forms the focus of this chapter, is developed 
from the first author’s work with users at Henshaws, a charitable organisation 
for blind and visually impaired users. The research sought to draw attention to 
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‘users’, to whom we refer as citizens who are often marginalised or excluded 
from the design process, as well as to understand and reflect on the role of 
‘designers’. Using a qualitative, participatory approach, this chapter draws upon 
research between March and November 2015, focusing on designer–user interac-
tions. The analysis here is distinctive in extending beyond considerations of how 
‘different’ bodies move through and inhabit the built environment (Evans and 
Colls, 2012) to foreground the ways in which visually impaired users interact 
with artefacts of mobility. 
Border crossings
Borders provide an important conceptual framework to explore the histories of 
mobilities research, from work addressing cross-border migration patterns to 
borders as a mechanism that holds back the movement of people, often contain-
ing or controlling citizens. This chapter shifts focus from the fixed and bounded 
notion of mobility and movements across the globe (Urry, 2002) to the opening 
up of more fluid borders. We argue that citizenship is an important mechanism 
for understanding the borders between (dis)abling design practices of inclusion 
and exclusion. We illustrate the blurring of theoretical and disciplinary borders, 
first, by exploring the role of design thinking in HCI and second, by examining 
geographical approaches to citizenship, impairment and mobilities. 
Design and human–computer interaction 
In this section we explore the history of design thinking, examining the changing 
relationships between designers and users and the shift to more fluid borders and ter-
ritories between disciplines and professional practices. We anchor our discussions 
in the context of HCI, situating the practices of design professionals and unpicking 
the fundamental approaches to ‘design’ and to the changing role of the ‘user’. 
The field of HCI emerged around the late 1980s as a distinct discipline, and as 
digital technology migrated from the shop floor and office into people’s homes 
and into their pockets. HCI challenged more traditional conceptions of the human 
as an operator in a larger technical system, one that defines categorical ‘norms’ of 
optimal ‘human’ performance by focusing on the behavioural capabilities of indi-
viduals in relation to ‘non-human’ components of a system. These (non-)human 
relationships are prevalent in ergonomic and human factors engineering, which 
reinforces designing ‘for’ and objectifying users through psychological analysis 
of human behaviour. In this context, design would seek to restore the capabilities 
of a vision-impaired person by (re)allocating the functions of the visual channel to 
(for example) the tactile. In contrast, this chapter emphasises that sight loss does 
not necessarily exclude people from visual modes of communication, a factor 
overlooked by earlier design practices. 
The turn away from human factors and ergonomics was accompanied by new 
modes of user-centred research, emphasising the need for designers to ‘know their 
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users’ and to understand the context of their work (Norman and Draper, 1986). 
Sites of human–computer ‘interaction’ design were located in an understanding 
of the user through research exploring social phenomenological (Dourish, 2001), 
ethnographic and ethno-methodological (Suchman 1987) methods. Technology 
use as a social practice both reflected and opened up new technology design 
spaces, providing a critique of earlier cognitivist approaches to user-centred 
design. These new design spaces are illustrative of the ‘turn to experience’ in 
HCI, which is discussed by McCarthy and Wright (2004). 
Wright and McCarthy (2010) argue that social practice accounts of HCI in 
contexts as varied as work, home, education and leisure understate ‘felt life’. 
Further, in order to do justice to the wide range of influences that technology has 
in our lives, there is a need to make sense of the relationship between user and 
technology in terms of the felt or emotional quality of action and interaction with 
others and with technology. Taking inspiration from the work of Bakhtin and 
Dewey, Wright and McCarthy (2010) develop a pragmatist account of technology 
as experience in which the emotional-volitional and creative aspects of people’s 
relations with technology are foregrounded. Here the meaning and value of tech-
nology to a person is not fixed but changes through processes of appropriation and 
assimilation where both technology and person are connected and transformed. 
Technology is put to uses never envisaged by designers, creating new possibilities 
and new meanings, while simultaneously people find new identities and new ways 
of being through the affordances offered by technology. 
A relational conception of HCI also challenges taken-for-granted concep-
tions of what it means to ‘know’ the user and the hierarchical relations between 
designer-researcher and user that knowing can sometimes imply. Wright and 
McCarthy (2010) develop a conception of designer-researcher and user as differ-
ently placed experts who share experiences in order to try and comprehend what it 
is like to be ‘the other’. This dialogical approach acknowledges differences in the 
expertise that designers and users bring to the design process but seeks through 
mutual appreciation of the potential offered by ‘other’ to create design possibili-
ties that neither side alone could have anticipated (Wright and McCarthy 2008, 
Wallace et al., 2013).
This perspective is key to understanding the shift from objectified knowledge 
production towards the changing role of the user and the active role of citizenship 
and belonging. In this case study we seek to explore assumptions associated with 
the ‘visual’ and visually impaired users’ skills using feminist dialogue. 
Citizenship and mobilities
In this section we continue to examine citizenship as a practice, arguing that the 
tendency to marginalise certain subject positions, such as those on the edges or 
margins of society has shaped feminist analyses of gender, sexuality, ethnicity 
and race in the context of landscapes of belonging (Rose, 1993; Tolia-Kelly, 
2006). A sense of belonging, or lack of, may also suggest that certain citizens are 
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made to feel different, in a variety of social situations and interactions, including 
people who are visually impaired. 
A number of human geographers argue that these disabling practices often 
make people feel ‘out of place’ (Kitchin, 1998) in education (Holt, 2003), the 
workplace (Chouinard and Grant, 1995) and everyday social life (Parr, 2008). 
Chouinard (2009, 108) argues that feminist geographers are well placed to 
understand the way “citizens continue to be denied rights and entitlements in the 
neoliberal societies of the early twenty-first century”, drawing attention to the 
role that practices of inclusion and exclusion play in establishing borders. There 
is a collective feeling that citizenship plays out through power relations, but that 
“disabling forms of citizenship have received little attention in the geographic 
literature” (ibid., 111). 
More critical work that engages with marginalised citizens is needed to explore 
the role of belonging and active engagement in the design process, as gaps 
still remain in the way so-called “distinctive subject positions” (Cresswell and 
Merriman, 2011, 9) are represented in mobilities research. Hannam et al. (2006, 
3–4) state that “[i]t is not a question of privileging a ‘mobile subjectivity’, but 
rather a tracking of the power and politics of discourses and practices of mobility 
in creating both movement and stasis”. However, when thinking about impaired 
users there has largely been a privileging of the micro-geographies of the (able) 
body3 within the mobilities paradigm (Cresswell, 2011). 
There are two strands of research addressing the movement of sensory impaired 
populations, first, an understanding of behavioural approaches in relation to users 
mobilities. For example, Golledge’s (1993) work on spatial analyses of wayfind-
ing for blind and visually impaired users shares in the earlier design practices of 
human factors engineering, adopting a tendency to exclude ‘users’ subjectivities 
in favour of objectification. In a similar vein, Imrie (2001) has drawn attention 
to exclusionary practices in the design of urban environments, critiquing ‘shared 
space’ for continuing to position visually impaired users at a disadvantage. Imrie 
(2012, 2265) castigates urban policy makers for creating “[a]uto-disabling spaces 
[that] are reflective of the oppressive social norms, beliefs, and values that seek 
to prioritise movement and fluidity of the mobile body [. . .] with the flows and 
rhythms of the motor vehicles”. 
Second, there is an interest in qualitative accounts of first-hand experiences, 
including Worth’s (2013) work on the socio-spatial relationship between bod-
ies, power and visually impaired young people’s daily movements. This research 
highlights strategies such as “wearing headphones while travelling a familiar 
route on the bus or train” (ibid., 583) to avoid unwelcoming questioning, using 
“mobility to try and negotiate an ableist society” (ibid., 576). However, when 
working as a sighted guide in the Lake District, Macpherson (2009) sought to 
understand how blind and visually impaired walkers find their way by ‘feeling 
through the feet’. Significantly, her work shows that “bodies and their differences 
come about through their interactions with the world” (Macpherson, 2010, 4). It 
is in this context that we argue that blind and visually impaired users’ mobilities 
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change by interacting with artefacts or technologies—a dimension largely absent 
from the mobilities literature.
Below, we analyse the importance of ‘locations’ in mobilising design, first, by 
examining the organisational setting where the first author held weekly workshops 
‘in place’; and second, by exploring user-led design practices interactions with arte-
facts of mobility that unfolded whilst ‘on the move’ with visually impaired users.
Case study: Henshaws
This section reflects upon the design process that developed when working 
with users at Henshaws, a charitable organisation in Newcastle-upon-Tyne that 
provides “expert support, advice and training to anyone affected by sight loss” 
(Henshaws website). The first author established a long-term relationship with 
Henshaws over a ten-year period, building trust and familiarity with staff and vol-
unteers, enabling her to gain access to a new group of blind and visually impaired 
users. Nine service users, including one blind user and eight visually impaired 
users4 were involved in the research from March to November 2015. 
Methodology
We use inventive mobile methods (Lury and Wakeford, 2012) to describe the 
informal and unintentional basis of our approach. This incorporates what Cresswell 
(2011) refers to as mobile ethnographies, including a range of qualitative methods 
that engaged service users during periods of time staying ‘in place’ at Henshaws’ 
office and ‘on the move’ travelling in and around Newcastle-upon-Tyne. 
The first author attended pre- and self-organised activities such as bowling, rock 
climbing, raft building and cycling, as well as a number of trips to the coast and 
a full day at a local open-air museum. Empirical data from qualitative methods 
is taken from the first author’s research diary, facilitated conversations, a user-
led guided walk, visual methods and one-to-one interviews. First, we examine 
the importance of designer–user relationships ‘in place’; and second, we look at 
the way in which mobile artefacts become subtly embedded in blind and visually 
impaired users’ accounts of being ‘on the move’. 
In place
Henshaws’ work with service users to achieve their own ‘pathways to independ-
ence’ encourages and supports users to make their own decisions. This collaboration 
‘with’ service users is a fundamental aspect of the feminist ethos encompassed in 
this case study. The first author combined her skills as a participatory and qualita-
tive researcher with the dialogical approach outlined in Wright and McCarthy’s 
(2010) ‘experience-centred design’, aiming to connect with and understand what it 
is like to be the ‘other’5 by acknowledging differences in the expertise that design-
ers and users bring to the design process. We explore two lessons learned when 
engaging in dialogue with visually impaired users. 
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The support offered by Henshaws was explained by the Community Services 
Manager: 
It’s all different, because it’s based on each individual’s different need [. . .] 
So when we get referrals, I often say to people, “Right, we’ll come and visit 
you at home, and then you’re in the comfort of your own surroundings. You 
can have whatever family there you want”. Then we can sit and talk about 
what their eye diagnosis is, what the long-term complications will be. We can 
look at how we’re going to support them as an individual, what they want to 
gain out of life, what courses they need to go on. We then look at their mobil-
ity. We then work with the family to say what support needs we’re going to 
put in place. I find that in their own home, they’re more relaxed.
(Interview, October 2015)
The quotation highlights the importance of being ‘in place’ when establishing 
service users ‘eye diagnosis’, what they want to ‘gain out of life’, as well as their 
specific ‘mobility’. In this example the home is an important place for initiating 
the referral process, which often marks the beginning of a new journey for blind 
and visually impaired users. However, in the context of mobilising design we 
discuss what it means to ‘know users’, discussing the silences that unfold when 
working together ‘with’ users ‘in place’. 
Educational background
The first author began to understand these silences at the community centre where 
users had been attending educational classes together since September 2014. The 
participant-users attended a range of English, Maths and IT classes, which were 
provided by qualified teachers from the Local Education Authority. A row of eight 
computers occupying two internal walls, a separate cluster of tables with sufficient 
room for ten people to be seated and a large plasma television screen were placed 
at one end of the open plan office; the Community Services staff worked at the 
other end of the room. It was here that the designer–user intersection developed, 
where one researcher-designer (the first author) and ten participant-users met ‘in 
place’ for the first time to learn about and from experience. 
As a feminist researcher it is important to understand silences by engaging in 
dialogue with users, including interactions that allow time to explore personal 
accounts of health and (visual) impairment. Insights often came from spending 
time with users, who brought issues into conversation while eating lunch in pairs 
or smaller groups, rather than during more formal activity sessions. For example, 
the first author recalls:
I went to eat my lunch with [four of] the other participants who were sitting 
around the table, two young girls in their twenties and two men, one I would 
later find out was a volunteer and the oldest member of the group as he’d like 
to jibe, the second, [. . .] in his thirties. I chatted informally while I ate my 
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lunch and it was at this point that one of the girls started to tell me [. . .] about 
failing all of her exams at school, as she didn’t receive any help or extra sup-
port with her work. She was born with a VI, although this wasn’t recognised 
until a much later date.
(Research Diary, March 2015)
The experience of being ignored in a school classroom context subsequently 
shaped users’ confidence, including the way they responded to our research activ-
ities ‘in place’. 
Assumptions about the ‘visual’ / ‘other’
Qualitative and participatory methods were employed to gain a deeper understand-
ing of a small number of visually impaired users and their mobilities, including 
ice-breakers; short, focused activities designed to engage participant-users and 
designer-researchers in conversation. The aim was to elicit a more informal and 
relaxed environment by prompting users and designers to share experiences of 
working with Henshaws. These activities provided opportunities to explore the com-
plexities of visually impaired users’ needs, including the role of visual methods, the 
challenges of audio (recordings) and inherent assumptions about the ‘visual’ / ‘other’. 
In earlier design practices, such as in human factors engineering, the relation-
ship between visual modes of communication and sight loss were often taken for 
granted. However, we argue that there is a danger that other senses are overlooked 
when assuming a tactile narrative and ignoring the visual in the design process, as 
illustrated by the following visual methods. 
In the first personal profiles activity, users were asked to take a passport-style 
photograph using a Polaroid camera and to provide other personal details on the 
A3 template. However, visually impaired users were often reluctant to be the first 
person to start writing in blank boxes on the template, or taking photographs, a 
task that one of the younger women in her twenties decided to complete, encour-
aging other users by taking their photographs as well. 
Users completed a second exercise—body mapping— in pairs, initially taking 
turns to draw around the head and hands of their partner on large (A1) sheets of 
paper. The users then responded to the question: ‘What does independence mean 
to you?’,6 subsequently filling the paper with information which was then shared 
with the larger group (if agreed to by users). Figure 14.1 is an example of one 
body-mapping exercise, showing the importance of being ‘independent’, ‘getting 
out’, ‘getting fit’, ‘learning new skills’ and ‘Henshaws’ training.’ 
The use of audio recordings as a substitute for traditional hand-written or typed 
entries has been used to elicit qualitative diaries by researchers working with visually 
impaired users (Worth, 2009). However, in the case study we received contradic-
tory results when three participant-users wanted to ‘write’ rather than (voice)’record’ 
their diaries, stating collectively that they didn’t like the sound of their own voices. 
However, one of the silences that unfolded from participant-users’ response to this 
method included their reluctance to ‘write’7, which came through a facilitated group 
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conversation at a later date. While the users agreed to electronically recording this 
conversation, an act that often gave rise to uncertainty during the activities ‘in place’, 
we spoke in detail about ‘who’ would write the ‘steps to planning a journey’:
J: Got any takers for writing?
G: No.
P: No. Not me. My writing’s terrible.
G: No. Mine is. 
J: It doesn’t matter about the writing
P: Gary, go on. You do it and I’ll tell you how to spell. 
J: We can write it and then, if you want, we can re-copy it if you’re not happy 
with it being clear. So, I’ve just brought some paper.
P: No. Gary’s writing and I’ll tell him what to write.
G: I cannot write. I tell you. 
P: My writing’s terrible. You’re not getting me writing. Adrian?
G:  Adrian?
A:  No.
[. . .]
J: Do you want to tell me and I can write them down?
G: Yes.
P: You ask all the questions. We’ll give you the answers. 
Figure 14.1 Body mapping, ‘in place’ activity, 2015.
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Later in the research, the Community Services Manager reflected: “95% of peo-
ple with medium to major learning difficulties [. . .] have got a sight problem, 
but it’s never identified or needed, because their learning difficulty is so major” 
(Interview, October 2015). 
However, this in itself is not an easy topic to identify, or one that is volunteered 
or ‘voiced’ by users demonstrating that literacy levels shape designer–user inter-
actions and the extent to which connections can be made between the two.
On the move
The design relationship continued to develop ‘on the move’, where topics emerged 
intermittently through encounters at the bus stop and journeys on the bus, as well 
as walking and sitting together and chatting informally. As this demonstrates, 
journeys were an important site where connections could be made. The relation-
ship between activities ‘in place’ and ‘on the move’ was an important part of the 
design process, as the following analysis of two visually impaired users’ ‘in place’ 
reflections on ‘planning a new journey’ demonstrates. 
During the summer of 2015, the first author attended pre-organised trips to 
an outdoor activity centre, a journey that included travelling on a bus with users, 
as well as a short walk to the activity centre at the end of the bus journey. It was 
through the design process that fixed and mobile artefacts were revealed as an 
important aspect in sensing the city. The analysis explores ‘knowing place(s)’, 
using quotations to examine the (un)familiarity of places and the relationship 
users have with artefacts of mobility.
Fixed and mobile artefacts
Philippa reflected on a journey we made together for the first time as a group:
Well, you know when we went to [the activity centre]? I was a bit iffy walk-
ing, for the kerbs and the steps, because I didn’t know the area, you see. 
That’s why I got hold of somebody [. . .] Well, I nearly fell twice [. . .] I 
tripped on the kerb, you see, because I don’t know the area. 
(Interview, September 2015) 
When asked about the steps she would take when planning a new journey, she 
continues:
Well, I would have to take someone with me, because I don’t know the area 
and I’m frightened in case I miss the kerb [. . .] Once I get to know the route 
and I know there are kerbs and stuff, I’m fine, but otherwise I hate going to 
places on my own the first time.
(Philippa)
These quotations illustrate the importance of ‘fixed’ artefacts of mobility, which 
shape the way users navigate the urban environment. Philippa repeatedly refers 
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to physical objects such as ‘kerbs’ and ‘steps’, showing that multiple visits are 
required to learn the location of these objects and to prevent feeling uncomfort-
able in an unknown area or being ‘frightened’ about the possibility of falling 
or tripping. Philippa continues to discuss the initial journey to the pre-organised 
activities at the outdoor centre, telling the other users:
P: I was giving Jayne lessons on the crossing.
J: You were giving me lessons. It was like a test. She said, “Jayne, what’s this 
for? Jayne, get hold of the cone. Do you know?” I was like, “I do know about 
the cone”.
P: [Laughter] What’s that thing on the path for? The bumps?
Gary provided a more in-depth account of ‘cones’ and ‘bumps’:
G: Yes. He [the trainer] tells me to put the tape on my cane, on my sticks [. . .]
J: Did you tell him where to go?
G: Yes. Into the town and stuff like that. Round the town. He took me down to 
feel the bubbles on the crossing and stuff [. . .] He said, “You should be feel-
ing them with your sticks”. Because when you get your stick on one of them 
bubbles. He said, “Can you feel it?”. I said, “Yes”. He said, “All your cross-
ings have the cones”.
J: So did you know about them before you went out with [the trainer]?
G: No [. . .] He [the trainer] said, “Always press the button and feel it because 
sometimes the green man does not flash”. I said to him, “[S]o what happens 
if you are crossing the road and that just stops beeping?”. He said, “You are 
still entitled to cross that road” [. . . ] Once you’re on that crossing he said, “It 
doesn’t matter if you are on crutches, sticks or crawling. Those drivers have 
got to give you time to get across that road”.
J: Yes. Did you feel nervous about that?
G: Yes. Because before I got my sticks, I collapsed on a busy main road. 
(Interview, October 2015)
The extract highlights Gary’s knowledge of a number of existing artefacts of 
mobility, including fixed and mobile objects that he interacts with during mobility 
training. Gary refers to “feeling the bubbles . . . with [his] sticks”, indicating the 
presence of tactile or blister paving, colour contrasted red floor tiles with raised 
concrete or metal “bumps” (Philippa). These tactile surfaces are located at inter-
sections where there is a change in height or road use, such as dropped kerbs at 
pedestrian crossings. 
However, other aspects of micro-design are less visible. For example, Gary’s 
trainer tells him, “All your crossings have the cones”, small funnel-shaped objects 
that are located on the underside of the Pedestrian Demand Unit (PDU). These 
cones are designed ‘for’ blind and visually impaired users, replacing an audible 
beeping sound with a tactile rotating cone (which is hand-held by a user at a 
crossing) to indicate that it is safe to cross. By aiming to eliminate simultane-
ous beeping sounds at co-located crossings, they are designed to provide a less 
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confusing environment for visually impaired users. Yet knowledge of these fixed 
artefacts is unevenly spread amongst blind and visually impaired users, who often 
only learn about the location of tactile cones during mobility training. In Gary’s 
circumstances this takes place after he ‘was knocked down, [having] stepped out 
in front of a pedal bike” (Gary, Interview, October 2015). Gary’s mobility trainer 
leads him ‘into’ and ‘round the town’ (the city centre), feeling urban fixtures such 
as the ‘bubbles’ ‘through [his] feet’ (Macpherson, 2009) and ‘sticks’. “He [the 
trainer] tells me to put the tape on my cane, on my sticks” (Gary). 
While Gary uses his crutches on a daily basis, Philippa’s use of her long cane 
is different:
I could use [it] at times when crossing the road [. . .] [I] can feel what the road 
is like, for obstacles and uneven surfaces [. . .] [B]ut I don’t want my neigh-
bours to know, because they are nosey.
(Group Conversation, 2015) 
The limited use of her cane also illustrates the importance of ‘confidence’, a key 
theme that was explored during body mapping and outlined in the earlier section 
‘in place’. 
The design relationship unfolded as the research continued and it was impor-
tant that users determined where we went and why, shaping the self-organised 
activities. It was Gary who initiated the user-led guided walk to review pedestrian 
crossings, bringing the issue of a broken crossing to the attention of the Services 
Manager when arriving at one of the sessions ‘in place’ during the earlier stages of 
the research: “That still hasn’t been fixed yet. Still only working on one side [. . .] 
And I stuck that repair in over a year ago now” (Gary). The user-led accompa-
nied walk to explore rotating cones, the existing artefacts of mobility, highlights 
the importance of finding ‘things’ and the role of design. As Suchman (2011, 1) 
states, “design needs to acknowledge the specificities of its place, to locate itself 
as one (albeit multiple) figure and practice of transformation”. In this example 
visually impaired users find new identities and new ways of being through the 
affordances offered by technology, as fixed and mobile artefacts of mobility 
change the relationship users have in navigating the built environment. 
Conclusion
We return to the designer–user relationship to understand what has been learned 
through the process of ‘experience-centred design’, which we argue opens up 
the possibilities for the borders claimed by designers and users to be shifted and 
connections to be made. In the case study, blind and visually impaired users 
bring their own accounts into dialogue with a designer-researcher, including the 
(un)familiarity of place(s) and their own learning of sensory environments. We 
explore three key contributions.
First, designers are often interested in re-creating ethnographies to understand 
users’ experiences, through simulated walks or when designers try to ‘be’ the 
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users. However, these practices impose hierarchical relations that more empower-
ing approaches, such as experience-centred design aim to overcome. These are 
implicated in Norman and Draper’s (1986) conception of ‘knowing users’, which 
we have addressed by prioritising visually impaired users’ own experiences of 
their mobilities. Using feminist dialogue we were able to explore the complexi-
ties of border crossings, learning about specific silences ‘in place’, including 
users’ educational background, confidence and assumptions about the ‘visual’ / 
‘other’. We argue that both designers and users transform the product and process 
together merging different skills and experiences through a mutual relationship. 
This sits in contrast to an approach where a sighted ‘designer’ is used as a substi-
tute because they now understand ‘what it is like to be visually impaired’. 
Second, there is a history of designing for sensory and physically impaired 
users, often through rehabilitative practices, which illustrates the relationship 
between bodies and designed artefacts as an extension of the body, from splints, 
glasses, cane(s), wheelchairs and assistive aids to technologies to enhance the 
senses. However, our case study has revealed the importance of ethnographies 
of place(s), which developed by travelling with and being guided by users. In 
experience-centred approaches, the visually impaired user does not become the 
object of design, or a source of information to inform design, but a teacher for the 
designer, which was illustrated during Gary’s accompanied walk to explore rotat-
ing tactile cones at pedestrian crossings. 
Finally, using border crossings we gained an understanding of the relevance of 
fixed and mobile artefacts of mobility whilst ‘on the move’. It is through these arte-
facts that different visually impaired users learn to understand place, from rotating 
cones and tactile pavements to canes and crutches. Flowing between stasis and 
movement as they traverse the city, users knowledge of the infrastructure of place, 
highlights the role of artefacts within networks and constructs their relative (im)
mobility. A shift towards the “networks of people, ideas and things moving, rather 
than in inhabitation of a shared space such as a region or nation state” (Cresswell, 
2011, 551) acknowledges the associated material ‘things’ that enable or poten-
tially limit people’s movements in the built environment. However, objects or 
artefacts may also be adornments or signifiers of in/exclusion and marginalisa-
tion, including failed infrastructures and broken artefacts of mobility located at 
Pedestrian Demand Units. 
Notes
1 In the remainder of this chapter we use the terms ‘designer(s)’ and ‘user(s)’, as well as 
designer-researcher(s) and participant-user(s) to highlight the ambiguities surrounding 
these categories. We argue that the approaches adopted in experience-centred design and 
feminist and participatory geographies work to problematise notions of fixed subject 
positions, subsequently blurring borders between contributors in the (research) design 
process.
2 My Place: Mobility and Place for the Age Friendly City Environment. EPSRC Grant 
No: EP/K037366/1. See http://www.myplace.ac.uk for more information about the case 
studies.
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3 See Gaete-Reyes (2015) for a paper on the way productive bodies are privileged over 
disabled women’s ‘rights’ as citizens.
4 The first session consisted of ten people, one blind user (a man in his late forties) and 
nine visually impaired users, including four women (two in their twenties and two in 
their forties) and five men (one in his mid-thirties, three in their forties and one in his 
fifties). Two users were also volunteers; one volunteer continued in subsequent sessions. 
5 It is important to clarify that the ‘other’ being addressed here refers to knowledge and 
understanding that the designer-researcher, who is not visually impaired and the partic-
ipant-users who are blind or visually impaired bring to the design process. The aim is 
not to set up binaries, or to label the participant-users as ‘different’, instead the ‘other’ 
addressed here accepts that each person contributes to the design process and that knowl-
edge passes back and forth between designers and users. 
6 The question was chosen as it relates to the overarching aim of the organisation and the 
support offered to users.
7 Although this was not an issue in the body-mapping exercise, which was completed as 
a group.
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